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ABSTRACT – The phantasmagoria show, a magic lantern spectacle with moving, 
ghostly projections, visualized the uncanny downside of the secularized 
attitude towards afterlife and spirits in the early nineteenth century. In the 
light of the lantern death and spirits were no longer theological concepts, 
but became ontological, psychological and even haunting ideas. As an optical 
illusion spectacle and a metaphor for the ‘unheimlich’ confrontation with inner 
visions, the phantasmagoria provides an illuminating paradigm to examine 
the ambiguous visualization of phantasms and apparitions, coined between 
absence and presence, in early nineteenth-century visual arts. The works of 
Francisco Goya and William Blake, two artists known for their fantastic art, 
interest in popular culture and ability to capture the zeitgeist, form an especially 
interesting research corpus. The visions of these artists were inspired by the 
visual techniques of the phantasmagoria: transparency, movement, light and 
shadow. Analyzing their later works within this context enables a greater insight 
into Goya’s and Blake’s innovative treatment of the uncanny and ‘haunted’ 
perception of spirits and death.   
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INTRODUCTION
Phantasmagoria is an interesting metaphor for the analysis of the graphic 
artworks of Francisco Goya (1746-1828) and William Blake (1757-1827) and 
their visualization of the contemporary – and extremely popular – concept 
of ‘spectres’, or ghostly apparitions. At a time when Enlightenment and 
secularisation had erased death as a protagonist in everyday life, bloody wars 
and the newly gained cultural, psychological and popular interest in romantic 
spirits and gothic spectres made death very present. This new ambiguous 
perception of death was a symptom of the early nineteenth-century Counter 
Enlightenment, an outcome of the ‘age of reason’ famously studied by Isaiah 
Berlin, and by Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer in their discourse on 
the dialectics of the Enlightenment.1 The phantasmagoria show’s success was 
largely based on the counter-enlightened interest in uncanny apparitions. The 
eerie visualization of dead people, projected in this highly successful illusionist 
spectacle, attracted many spectators in early nineteenth-century Madrid 
and London, the hometowns of Goya and Blake.2 To make the spirits of the 
deceased and the monsters of the afterlife visible, the phantasmagoria used 
innovative visual and psychological techniques  that make it a convincing visual 
paradigm for contemporary fantastic arts. In what follows, the influence of 
phantasmagoria on the graphic works of Goya and Blake will be demonstrated 
by analyzing how spectacular components of a phantasmagoria show, as 
performed by its most famous ‘hauntrepreneur’ Étienne-Gaspard Robertson 
(1763-1837), share striking similarities with various contemporary artworks by 
Goya and Blake.
THE PRE-CINEMATOGRAPHIC SPECTRES OF ROBERTSON, GOYA AND BLAKE
The concept of phantasmagoria, coined for the first time in the late eighteenth 
century and re-used by modern philosophers such as Adorno, originated in a 
visual spectacle. The phantasmagoria was a popular esoteric and magic show that 
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reanimated the dead in the post-Enlightenment period around 1800. For a couple 
of decades it was the most successful spectacle in Europe, and visible evidence 
for the modern vogue of re-enchantment and secular magic. Its techniques were 
copied in various ways: literary scholar Terry Castle, for example, analyzes how 
Thomas Carlyle frequently evoked the French Revolution with a description full 
of phantasmagorical devices, and describes his evocations as a nightmarish magic 
lantern show playing on without respite.3
The phantasmagoria spectacle that inspired Carlyle was indeed an adaptation 
of the magic lantern shows known since the seventeenth century, but differing 
both in technique and imagery (Fig. 1). The phantasmagoria no longer screened 
traditional fantastic and carnivalesque scenes with buffoons, angels and devils, 
but brought to life dead people, varying from known revolutionaries to gothic 
characters to the loved ones of the spectators. In doing so, the phantasmagoria 
showman or ‘hauntrepreneur’ did not limit himself to the magic lantern device 
and its static slides. He used smoke, light effects and real filmic movement of 
3 Terry Castle, The Female 
Thermometer: Eighteenth 
Century Culture and the 
Invention of the Uncanny (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 
1995), 51-52.
Fig. 1 
Illustration of a phantasmagoria spectacle in Etienne-Gaspard Robertson
Mémoires Récréatifs, Scientifiques et Anecdotiques du Physicien – Aeronaute 
1831
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the lantern to erase the boundaries between the spectator’s space and the 
projection screen. During the phantasmagoria the shimmering and dark images 
were perceived as real living phantasms. The dead appeared as eerie ghosts.  
The most famous hauntrepreneur was Étienne-Gaspard Robert, known as 
Professor Robertson. This magician-scientist from Liège, who called himself 
‘professor’ in order to enhance his scientific intentions, optimized the technology 
of the magic lantern and turned it into a so-called phantascope. The phantascope 
was a projection device that Robertson hid behind a translucent projection 
screen, which added to the mystery. To make his ghostly projections more 
convincing, he also equipped the magic lantern with wheels and designed the 
device to keep the image in focus and in a constant brightness while he moved 
the apparatus along rails. Although in his memoirs and advertisements he – 
along with his many followers – stressed that he sought to reveal the charlatanic 
methods of necromanticism in order to serve enlightened education, the reality 
was different.  During the show, smoke, light effects and a dark setting clarified 
nothing; on the contrary, the public was confronted with the obscure appearance 
of lifelike moving spectres. The spectator did not know what was real or unreal. 
A Parisian witness of Robertson’s spectacle described this state thus: “Reason 
has told you well that these things are mere phantoms, catoptric tricks devised 
with artistry, carried out with skill, presented with intelligence, your weakened 
brain can only believe what it is made to see.”4 Media specialist Tom Gunning 
would later speak of this divided consciousness of the spectator during the 
phantasmagoria show as a state that was typically modern;5 he writes that the 
“Phantasmagoria takes on the weight of modern dialectics of truth and illusion, 
subjectivity and objectivity, and life and death.”6  
Robertson’s realistic, moving cinematic apparitions filled theatres all over 
Europe. His ghosts were a pure visualization of post-Enlightenment ambiguity 
and uncertainty surrounding death, and the show’s mystery appealed to the 
public’s growing insecurities about death and afterlife. As a popular visual 
4 Tom Gunning, “Illusions Past 
and Future: The Phantasmagoria 
and its Spectres”, in First 
International Conference on 
the Histories of Art, Science 
and Technology (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 
2004), 11. Accessed at www.
mediaarthistory.org/, November 
14, 2013.  
5 Ibid. 6.
6 Ibid. 1.
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show it must have attracted visual artists, especially artists interested in 
fantasy, the workings of the imagination, and cognitive changes: artists such 
as Francisco Goya and William Blake, who created their last graphic artworks, 
respectively the Disparates (1814-1823) and Jerusalem (1804-1827), in the 
image of the phantasmagoria.
While no hard historical evidence exists that Goya or Blake ever saw a 
phantasmagoria show, several contemporary documents make it clear that they 
knew the spectacle quite well.  For example, the poet José Gallardo gave a poem 
in which he summoned his friend Goya for help in creating an imaginative work 
of art the title La fantasmagoría (1815).7 Moreover, many of the figures Gallardo 
evokes in the verses can be found both in the phantasmagoria show and in the 
Disparates prints. For instance, the same haunting formation of dancing witches 
circling round and round figured in Gallardo’s poem, on Robertson’s screen (La 
danse des sorcières), and in Goya’s aquatint Disparate femenino.8 Similarly, in the 
case of Blake it is probable that he discussed the show with his friend Henry Crabb 
Robinson. This theatre critic often visited the old artist around the time that Blake 
was working on Jerusalem. It was also the period in which the phantasmagoria 
attracted many people, including Crabb Robinson, to London theatres. On 23 
September 1821 he wrote in his diary about how the effect of the phantasmagoria 
had pleased him.9 Moreover, the fact that these London phantasmagoria shows 
were known and advertised as ‘spectrology’ may be related to Blake’s abundant 
use of the term ‘spectre’ in the illuminated poem Jerusalem.10 The fact that both 
artists were interested in gothic popular culture and the preromantic perception 
of death further suggests their familiarity with the spectacle. The phantasmagoria 
show counted as the summit of popular haunting entertainment. It was a disturbing 
visual event that neither Goya nor Blake could have missed.
The fact that Robertson was the most copied showman in Europe, and that he 
occasionally left Paris to visit other cities sustains this hypothesis, especially in the 
case of Goya. In the lively theatre district where Goya lived, the phantasmagorias of 
7 L. R. Tobar, “Goya y la 
Literatura de su tiempo,” in 
Francisco de Goya y Lucientes, 
su obra y su tiempo, ed. 
María Carmen Lacarra Ducay, 
(Saragossa: Institución Fernando 
el Católico, 1997), 64.
8 Robertson describes his 
projection of ‘La danse de 
sorcières’ in Étienne-Gaspard 
Robertson, Mémoires Récréatifs, 
Scientifiques et Anecdotiques 
du Physicien – Aeronaute (Paris: 
L’imprimerie de Rignoux, 1831).
9 Henry Crabb Robinson, The 
London Theatre, 1811-1866, 
Selections from the diary of 
Henry Crabb Robinson, ed. 
Eluned Brown (London: The 
Society for Theatre Research, 
1996), 47.
10 On the advertisements of 
phantasmagorias, see Heard, 
Phantasmagoria. 
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Gomez Mantilla and others entertained the Madrilenian public. In 1821 Robertson 
himself, leaving Paris to travel Europe, went to Madrid to set up phantasmagorias. 
Contemporary documents reporting on his Madrilenian shows, such as the 
Noticias Curiosas Sobre el Espectaculo de Mr. Robertson (1821), have survived.11 
During Robertson’s performances in Madrid, which were discussed in the press 
and promoted by theatre houses, Goya was working on his Disparates. Robertson 
never travelled to London, where the phantasmagoria was nevertheless famous 
due to imitator-showmen such as Philipsthal and the duo Schirmer and Scholl.12 
These German followers of Robertson conjured phantoms and spectres of the 
dead at the Strand, a lively neighbourhood where Blake often strolled and even 
lived for a while. It was one of these shows that his friend Crabb Robinson wrote 
about. The shows were all inspired by Robertson’s famous Parisian performances 
at the Couvent des Capucines in their structure, their sequence of experiences 
and in their culmination of fear.
FEAR OF THE LIVING DEAD 
The young Robertson organized his first spectacle in the Paris Pavillon de 
l’Echiquier in 1798. A year later he moved to the Couvent des Capucines, near the 
Place Vendôme.13 His show is a valuable source for visual research, as he left an 
extensive description of his visual techniques and images in his memoirs (1831). 
Many of these have a counterpart in the late graphic artworks of Goya and Blake, 
several of which will be discussed below.
Even before the visitor approached the entrance of the Couvent des Capucines to 
see Robertson’s phantasmagoria, he was confronted with the haunting theme of 
death. The participant who was lucky enough to get a ticket to a busy late evening 
performance, had to make his way to the front door through the gravestones of 
the deceased nuns of the former cloister.14 The graveyard was the perfect setting 
to introduce the visitor into the atmosphere of the phantasmagoria. This exterior 
antichambre to the spectacle incorporated the dialectics of the absence and 
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11 Anonymous, Noticias 
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presence of death, an ambiguous perception that defines the phantasmagoria 
itself. On the one hand death was absent, since the cloister and the old cemetery 
in Paris’s city centre were no longer in use. The cloister, deserted during the 
Revolution, symbolized the banishing by the Enlightenment of traditional beliefs 
about the dead, and the focus on the afterlife. But on the other hand the war 
atrocities, allegorically described by Blake in Europe, a Prophecy (1794), and 
horribly depicted by Goya in Los Desastres de la Guerra (1810-1815), were a 
familiar sight to most of Robertson’s visitors. 
This uncanny experience in the old cemetery was fully exploited by Robertson in 
his phantasmagoria. During the projection he presented a miniature coffin that 
opened and closed via a mechanic component, to suddenly reveal a skeleton.15 
The unexpected movement of the scene made it appear real, although the smoke 
and light projection kept it blurry and ambiguous. The optical illusion of the rising 
skeleton, supported by visual effects that hindered a clear view, also appears in 
Blake’s and Goya’s graphic works. In a sketchy way, with rough lines and strokes, 
leaving out details and creating a sfumato effect, both the Disparates drawing 
Dos personajes asomándose a una salida luminosa (1816-1819) and plate 58 of 
Jerusalem reveal a skeleton that comes to life. Robertson, Goya and Blake all 
used images of the rising dead in sfumato to visualize the underlying fear the 
visitor must have felt wandering around the cemetery – a new fear of death in a 
secularised society.16
A GALVANISTIC SPECTACLE
After the visitor left the cemetery and entered the former cloister, he walked 
down a long corridor. With growing tension and expectation, he encountered the 
first exhibition hall, the ‘salon de physique’. Here Robertson demonstrated some 
scientific experiments as a prelude to the show, using illuminating sparks to make 
the legs of a dead frog move. Thus, he offered the visitor an insight into the newly 
discovered power of electricity, or as he called it, galvanism. Robertson described 
15 Levie, Étienne-Gaspard 
Robertson, 302. This projection 
3D-model is conserved in the 
Musée National des Technique, 
Paris.
16 Adam Kotsko, Awkwardness 
(Winchester: O-books, 2010), 
13.
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this new wonder in his memoirs: “Expériences sur le nouveau fluide connu sous 
le nom de galvanisme, dont l’application rend pour un temps le mouvement aux 
corps qui ont perdu la vie”.17 Blake depicted the same electric life-giving sparks 
in plate 9 of his Jerusalem. Influenced by John Birche’s Essay on the Medical 
Application of Electricity (1803), he engraved dead bodies surrounded by little 
stars, his own metaphor for the life-giving power of electricity.28 In this way, 
both Robertson and Blake exploited the dialectics of the Enlightenment in the 
way Adorno and Horkheimer later defined the concept. As science seemed to 
overturn the authority of the Church and religious revelation, it took on a strange 
new, marvellous power. Galvanism was not presented simply as a physical force, 
but as a power that enabled man to animate the dead. 
DARKNESS AND IRRATIONALITY
The quasi-scientific show of animating the dead was the perfect introduction 
to one of the first pre-cinema shows, where figures were animated on screen. 
After the galvanistic spectacle in the ‘salon de physique’, Robertson opened a 
huge archaic door covered with mysterious hieroglyphs. Behind this portal the 
real phantasmagoria spectacle took place. Likewise, Blake started his illuminated 
book Jerusalem, a book full of spectres of light and shadow, with an image of 
his protagonist Los, who is seen from the back pushing open an enormous door 
surrounded with mysterious signs. Like Robertson, Blake invited the viewers in to 
contemplate his visionary scenes and images.
The audience then entered a dimly lit room draped in dark curtains. Robertson 
hung the draperies to blur the contours of the room,19 creating a universe 
where the real world and the magical world, the world of the living and the 
world of the dead, converged. Such uncanny draperies are also found in Goya’s 
Disparate claro (1815-1823) and Blake’s The Ghost of a Flea (1819). In both 
works the curtains are a visual technique to create a magical, unclear space – a 
phantasmagorical setting. Thus, in this Gothic period of confusion and cognitive 
 17 Robertson, Mémoires 
Récréatifs, 287. 
18 Peter Ackroyd, William Blake 
(London: Ballantine Books, 
1997), 260.
19 In his memoirs, Robertson 
explains his obscuring 
technique: “Il faut pouvoir 
disposer d’une salle de soixante 
à quatre-vingts pieds de long, 
sur vingt-quatre au plus de 
largeur; elle doit être peint ou 
tendue en noir. [...] Le rideau 
blanc [the projection screen] 
qu’il faut provisoirement 
dissimuler à la vue des 
spectateurs par un rideau 
d’étoffe noire.” Robertson, 
Mémoires Récréatifs, 325.
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uncertainty between Enlightenment and Counter Enlightenment, Robertson, as 
well as Goya and Blake, alluded with their (pre-)cinematographic shadows to the 
unclear fusion between irrationality and reason, darkness and light.
Next, while searching for a seat in the dark room, Robertson’s spectators would 
have seen bat-like figures swaying from the ceiling, or the occasional owl-
image standing in the corner. In an anonymous etching of the phantasmagoria 
auditorium a moving bat, a well-known symbol of irrationality, is positioned 
in the centre while a static owl, the symbol of reason, stands in the corner 
(Fig. 2). Thus, in Robertson’s phantasmagoria, the bats flew overhead, repelling 
the owl. Blake clearly portrays the bat-owl dialectic in his work Hecate (1795, 
Fig. 3). In it, the owl stands still. He has stopped while the bat energetically 
flies in. Goya’s equivalent of the bat-owl representation is famously depicted in 
El sueño de la razón produce monstruos (1797, Fig. 4). It is noteworthy that this 
print recently gained a new interpretation as a growing number of researchers 
acknowledge this work not as a glorification of reason, but as a warning against 
the hegemony of reason.20 ‘Sueño’ does not only mean ‘sleep’, it also signifies 
‘dream’. When pursuing to the extreme the enlightened dream of an almighty 
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Fig. 2 
Phantasmagoria
Anonymous print 
Nineteenth century
journal of the lucas graduate conference | 69
reason, reason turns into its opposite: unreason. While Robertson’s scientific 
and seemingly enlightened intentions took on haunted and magical proportions 
in the auditorium, Blake and Goya’s defence of enlightened ideas, which 
coloured earlier works, transformed into an apprehension of the dark side of the 
Enlightenment, blackening Jerusalem and the Disparates.
When the phantasmagoria show actually began the lights went out entirely 
and the public was suddenly seated in the dark. This was an overwhelming and 
fearful experience in an era when theatre lights brightly lit the stage as well as the 
auditorium.21 ‘The dark space helped create an inward and individual experience, 
even though other visitors were present. This darkness and the brightness of 
the projected images served Robertson’s spectacle, as the resulting sense of 
isolation helped make it the first cinematic performance where images on the 
screen felt like images in the mind’s eye. This evolution towards an obscure 
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Fig. 3 
Hecate
William Blake 
1795
Fig. 4 
El sueño de la razón produce monstruos
Francisco Goya 
1797
setting with individual spectres originating from the fantasizing brain can also 
be found in the graphic art of Goya and Blake. Goya’s parade of monstrous 
humans in his Disparates is set against a black aquatinted background. Likewise 
Blake experimented with the technique of monochrome graphics and white-line 
etching to visualize his dark visions in Jerusalem.
RAISING THE DEAD IN SMOKE, LIGHT AND MOVEMENT
To open the phantasmagoria show Robertson stepped forward while reciting the 
following words: 
Citizens and gentlemen, […] I have stated in the press that I will revive the dead, 
so I will resuscitate them. Those of the company who desire the apparition of 
people that they loved and from whom life has been taken […] need only speak 
up; I will obey their command.  
Robertson’s memoirs describe some of the resurrections of his audience’s loved 
ones. For these performances he used smoke to enhance the transparency and 
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Citizens and gentlemen, […] I have stated in the press that I will 
revive the dead, so I will resuscitate them. Those of the company 
who desire the apparition of people that they loved and from 
whom life has been taken […] need only speak up; I will obey 
their command.22  
Fig. 5 
Disparate funeral
Francisco Goya 
1814-23
ghostlike effect of the projection image. Like a necromancer he threw some vitriol 
and phosphor on a smouldering tripod, and in the circling smoke the image of the 
dead appeared. One of Robertson’s descriptions mentioned an emotional encounter 
between an old woman in the audience and her dead husband who appeared in 
the smoke. A parallel of this first anecdote can be found in Goya’s Disparate funeral 
(1814-1823, Fig. 5). The Disparate shows the ghost of an old man appearing amidst 
an excited audience. An older woman in the foreground stretches her arm towards 
him. The aquatint with its infinite alternation of small black and white dots creates 
a smoky and unclear scene, a phantasmagoria technique to depict the non-bodies 
of the dead. That this smoky, ghostly body was seen as typically phantasmagorical 
can be deducted from the use of the word ‘phantasmagoria’ in contemporary art 
criticism. In 1851 Louis Peisse, a French art critic, wrote in Le Revue de Paris the 
following words about Jean-François Gigoux’s painting Galatée (c. 1852): 
In the work of M. Gigoux, the studio with the statue is filled with a bluish smoke 
that seems to be coming from the furnaces of an alchemist; the body of Galatea 
posed on a pedestal in the centre naked and white, seems to detach itself from 
the steamy background as a phantasmagoric apparition.  
His description, in fact, evokes a typical phantasmagoria scene. A second 
anecdote that Robertson wrote in his memoirs portrays a similar scene: 
A young man asks for the apparition of a woman whom he had tenderly loved, 
and the phantasmagorian throws in the brazier some grains of phosphor: soon 
we see a woman, the breast uncovered, the hair floating and captivating her 
young friend with a tender and painful smile. 
Both the descriptions of the phantasmagorical female body – or rather non-
body – perfectly apply to one of Blake’s Jerusalem plates: the ‘venus pudica’ 
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In the work of M. Gigoux, the studio with the statue is filled 
with a bluish smoke that seems to be coming from the furnaces 
of an alchemist; the body of Galatea posed on a pedestal in the 
centre naked and white, seems to detach itself from the steamy 
background as a phantasmagoric apparition.23  
A young man asks for the app riti n of a wo an whom he had 
tenderly loved, and the phantasmagorian throws in the brazier 
some grains of phosphor: soon we see a woman, the breast 
u covered, the hair floati g and captivating her young friend with 
a tender and painful smile.24 
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in plate 81, with “le sein découvert […] détachée sur le fond de vapeurs 
comme une apparition fantasmagorique”.
Blake, Goya and Robertson used smoke, light and a dark non-space to visualize 
the phantoms of the brain – the mental spectres hovering between reality and 
fantasy, life and death. The traditional supernatural figures of devils and angels, 
with their wings and well-formed bodies, transformed in the late eighteenth 
century into unclear, perceptual and impalpable ‘thoughts’ of the brain. 
LOOMING SPECTRES
In the next part of the phantasmagoria show Robertson further decreased 
the frontiers between life and death, objectivity and subjectivity, reality and 
fantasy, or inner and outer. Their illuminated transparency, the screen and the 
smoke gave the ghosts their typical diaphanous phantom bodies. The flickering 
light and twisting smoke also created the illusion of a body in movement. This 
magic of real filmic animation proved to be an important innovation of the 
phantasmagoria show. To enhance this effect in the next part of the show, 
Robertson introduced the cinematic ‘looming effect’ for the first time.25 After 
the séance part, when the ghosts of the dead appeared at the audience’s 
demand, Robertson hid himself with his phantascope behind the screen. There 
he chose, as a film director would do, a succession of images to project on 
the screen. While projecting, he moved the lantern towards or away from 
the screen, rolling it smoothly along brass rails. Such movement caused the 
projected image to either enlarge or decrease in size. 
Goya used this phantasmagorical moving effect in some of the ink drawings he 
created in the same period as the Disparates. One of them shows the back of a 
phantom as if he is retreating. Goya titled the drawing ¿Cuantas baras? (How 
many lengths? C. 1820).26 This title undoubtedly referred to the words used in 
the advertisements for the phantasmagoria in Spain: “La ilusión será tan perfecta 
25 Stephen Bottomore, “The 
Panicking Audience? Early 
Cinema and the Train Effect”, in 
Historical Journal of Film, Radio 
and Television 19 (June 1999): 
189-190.
26 The drawing belongs to 
Goya’s album C, no. 125 (c. 
1815).
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que se verán algunas figuras correr en apariencia muchas lenguas de distancia 
[…]” (The illusion will be so perfect that you will see figures as if they are running 
a great distance).27 The illusion of the phantasmagoria figure that appeared to 
be charging out to the public is also found in Goya’s drawing ¿Que quiere este 
fantasmón? (What does this phantasm want? C. 1820, Fig. 6). In this title Goya 
articulated the feeling of uncertainty provoked by the haunting movement of 
the shimmering phantasmagoria figure. In the drawing Goya depicts a ghostlike 
figure that, with arms and eyes wide open, advances toward the viewer. 
The novel looming effect truly shook up the phantasmagoria audience. Women 
fainted and men rose, striking out with their canes against the apparently 
threatening phantom.28 The images really came to life: not only did the ghosts 
move, they seemed to move toward the audience and haunted the viewer. The 
27 This advertisement for 
a Spanish phantasmagoria 
(1805) is mentioned in Luis 
Miguel Fernández, Technología, 
espectáculo, literatura. 
Dispositivos ópticos en las letras 
españolas de los siglos XVIII y 
XIX (Santiago de Compostela: 
Publicacións Universidad de 
Santiago de Compostela, 2006), 
231.
28 Gunning, Illusions Past and 
Future, 4.
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Fig. 6 
¿Que quiere este fantasmón?
Francisco Goya 
c. 1820
Enlightenment had just banished magical beings and supernatural ghosts, and 
now Robertson brought them to life before the eyes of the much-confused 
onlooker. Castle describes this modern psychological effect as the ‘haunted 
mind’. People felt they could not trust their own reason or perception: all was 
subjective to illusions and uncertainty. In his definition of the phantasmagoria 
Adorno formulates this characteristic as follows: “Ohnmächtig begegnet 
der Träumende dem Bilde selbst wie einem Wunder. Das Ding [...] wird ihm 
vorgegaukelt als absolute Erscheinung”.29 
In Blake’s Jerusalem the looming effect is enhanced by the opposition between 
the giant figure that seems to come towards the viewer open-armed and the 
smaller figure that turns back into the light (Fig. 7),  as if Robertson was first 
pulling his phantascope further away from the screen to enlarge the figure and 
then pushing it closer again to decrease it. Similarly, Blake presented the smaller, 
receding figure from the back. This rückenfigur is another phantasmagorical 
effect. Robertson often switched the lanternslide of the frontal figure with a 
slide of the back of the figure, this way enhancing the looming effect. His most 
renowned back-and-forth scene was the apparition of the nonne sanglante, 
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Jerusalem, plate 15 
William Blake 
1804-1827
29 Theodor Adorno, Versuch 
über Wagner (Berlin: Suhrkamp 
Verlag, 1974), 87. 
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inspired by the ‘bleeding nun’ from Matthew Lewis’ gothic novel The Monk 
(1796). This phantasmagoria figure also received much attention in Spain. The 
famous monja sangrante of Robertson’s Madrilenian phantasmagoria resembled 
the haunting figure in ¿Que quiere este phantasmón? Both Robertson’s nonne and 
Goya’s phantasmón are dressed in brightly lit white dresses and  strive forward 
with open arms (Fig. 8). On a second lanternslide Robertson painted the nun 
as seen from behind (Fig. 9). Accordingly, in the drawing ¿Cuantas baras? Goya 
makes his phantasmón in the white dress turn its back to the viewer in retreat 
(Fig. 10). The artist was clearly inspired by Robertson’s phantasmagorical looming 
effect, and, like Robertson, put the effect on the viewer or the participation of the 
onlooker in primary place. Blake and Goya thus prefigured the credo of modern 
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Fig. 8 
Nonne sanglante (front)
Etienne-Gaspard Robertson 
c. 1798
Fig. 9 
Nonne sanglante (back)
Etienne-Gaspard Robertson 
c. 1798
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art as described by Marcel Duchamp: “it is the onlooker who makes the image.”30 
With his looming effect Robertson literally confronted the viewer with the 
ambiguity of an unclear image, which the onlooker had to finish or interpret: “le 
fantôme s’avancait jusque sous les yeux du spectateur.”31 Adorno also refers to the 
phantasmagoria’s ability to seize the onlooker’s own imaginative participation 
when he states that the “Phantasmagorie das Produkt der eigenen Arbeit vor 
Augen stellt, ohne das die Arbeit zu identifizieren wäre.”32
THE PHILOSOPHICAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL CONCEPT OF THE 
PHANTASMAGORICAL
Phantasmagoria is not only interesting as a visual paradigm for the late graphic 
works of Goya and Blake, but also as a cultural analytic model. The late 
eighteenth-century concept of the phantasmagorical perfectly described the 
counter-enlightened status of the spirits of the dead as haunting phantasms 
that hover between real and unreal. Significantly, contemporary intellectuals 
such as Thomas Carlyle used the term to describe phenomena that expressed 
the modern dialectics of presence and absence, subjectivity and objectivity, 
inner and outer, reality and fantasy. Carlyle, for instance, describes the 
French Revolution and its deadly consequences as a phantasmagoria, or 
an ambiguous event full of cognitive and visual uncertainty. He warns in his 
French Revolution: “[…] the Reader, who looks earnestly through this dim 
Phantasmagory of the Pit, will discern few fixed certain objects”33 He stresses 
the phantasmagorical quality in his narration of the storming of the Bastille: 
“Such vision (spectral yet real) thou […] beholdest in this moment: prophetic of 
what other Phantasmagories, and loud-gibbering Spectral Realities, which thou 
yet beholdest not, but shalt!”34
In the twentieth century Theodor Adorno would employ the concept in the same 
way, by referring to the phantasmagorical as “the absolute reality of the unreal”.35 
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30 Dario Gamboni, Potential 
Images. Ambiguity and 
Indeterminacy in Modern Art 
(London: Reaktion Books, 2002), 
9.
31 Robertson, Mémoires 
Récréatifs, 311.
32 Adorno, Versuch über 
Wagner, 87. 
33 Thomas Carlyle, The French 
Revolution, volume 3 (London: 
Chapman and Hall, 1871), 38.
34 Thomas Carlyle, The French 
Revolution, volume 1 (London: 
Chapman and Hall, 1871), 165.
35 Gunning, Illusions Past and 
Future, 11.
He uses phantasmagoria to describe the haunting and alienated aspects of 
modern life and modern subjectivity,36 and defines it as the uncanny survival 
of ‘supernatural’ ghosts inside the human consciousness, a definition echoed 
by Castle. For Adorno, phantasmagoria mirrors subjectivity by confronting the 
viewer with a product of his own labour, but in such a way that the labour put 
into it is no longer identifiable. The dreamer helplessly encounters an image of 
his own making as if it were magic.37 Ghosts and images of the afterlife are not 
fantasy, as the Enlightenment thinkers would have suggested, but are rather 
phantasmagoria, neither absent nor present. Therefore, phantasmagoria is a 
suitable concept to analyse the distinctly modern cultural meaning of the dead 
as one of uncertainty, fear and ambiguity: a meaning established in the era of 
Robertson, Goya and Blake.
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Fig. 10 
¿Cuantas baras?
Francisco Goya 
c. 1820
Goya and Blake created the Disparates and Jerusalem in the post-Enlightenment 
period, which was characterized by a changing and ambiguous perception 
of death. On the one hand, Enlightenment erased death as an omnipresent 
theological idea that affected everyday life, while simultaneously secularisation 
moved the focus from the hereafter to the here and now. At the same time, 
however, the Spanish Peninsular War, the Terror and the aftermath of the French 
Revolution, and famines in Madrid and London – Goya’s and Blake’s hometowns 
– kept death immediately present and visible.
The notion of spirits took on the same ambiguous aura. While Enlightenment 
had negated the traditional spirit world as a world of superstition, necromantic 
séances, esoteric entertainment and Gothic culture flourished in European cities 
around 1800, making the ghosts of the dead seem very much alive. Adorno and 
Horkheimer reflected on this ambiguous reversal of rational enlightenment in 
their Dialektik der Aufklärung (1944), which analyzes how the disenchantment of 
the Enlightenment evolved towards the re-enchantment of the modern period. 
In the introduction to their famous analysis Adorno and Horkheimer explain this 
return of wonder and cognitive insecurity as follows: “Believing that without 
strict limitation to the verification of facts and probability theory, the cognitive 
spirit would prove all too susceptible to charlatanism and superstition, it makes a 
parched ground ready and avid for charlatanism and superstition.”38 Terry Castle 
describes this early nineteenth-century ambiguous relation to death in terms of 
psychology and Freudian uncanniness: “The rationalists did not so much negate 
the traditional spirit world as displace it into the realm of psychology. Ghosts were 
not exorcized – only internalized and reinterpreted as hallucinatory thoughts.”39 
Applying it to art, phantasmagoria as a cultural analytical concept in turn lends 
itself well to the analysis of the late graphic series of Goya and Blake, which also 
visualize the new modern and uncanny attitude towards spirits and the dead. 
Both the Disparates and Jerusalem conclude the search of the artist exploring the 
tradition of visionary and fantastic art. The traditional angels, devils and other 
mythical figures give way to subjective and imaginary phantasms. Influenced by 
38 Adorno and Horkheimer, 
Dialectic of Enlightenment, xiii.
39 Castle, The Female 
Thermometer, 51-52.
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post-enlightened ideas, Goya and Blake seem to replace the collective traditional 
spirit world with individual hallucinatory thoughts. The titles of their series 
clearly incorporate the invisible spirit world’s new status of ambiguity. Goya uses 
the word ‘disparate’ to describe his final aqua-etchings; his imaginary creatures 
in ink on paper are indeed disparate. They float between the real and unreal, 
between the worlds of the living and the dead. In a recent study, fantastic 
literature specialist Tzevetan Todorov states that Goya’s Disparates are no longer 
fantastic, but rather phantasmatic.40 Held against the light of phantasmagoria, 
this means that Goya’s fantastic figures are no longer unreal creatures belonging 
to a supernatural world, but rather unreal appearances that seem to reveal 
themselves in the visible world. The images are phantasmagorical; they represent 
what Adorno calls ´the absolute reality of the unreal´.41 Similarly, Blake’s title, 
Jerusalem, The Emanation of The Giant Albion, describes his protagonists in the 
illuminated book as emanations or apparitions. On plate 4 of this psychomachia, 
Blake labels his images “Phantoms of the Overheated Brain”.42 This poetic 
phrase can be explained via Castle’s argument about the cognitive impact of 
the internalization of the supernatural as hallucinations of the human mind. 
Considered in this context, Goya’s and Blake’s graphic series are a succession of 
phantoms that demonstrably reflect the ambiguous status of apparitions and 
spirits of the dead in the post-Enlightenment period.
EPILOGUE: PHANTASMAGORIA AND FILM
The phantasmagoria’s most attractive and novel feature was its ability, for the first 
time, to show moving pictures that seemed to approach the viewer. Robertson’s 
moving, cloudy and fading images appealed to contemporary fears about the 
convergence of the visible and invisible worlds. Robertson made his figures and 
monsters volatile, as if they were animated on the mental screen. For this reason 
the phantasmagoria spectacle is considered both a gothic technology and a 
pre-cinematographic medium. This argument gives a new dimension to Anne 
Hollander’s definition of Goya’s drawings and prints as ‘proto-cinematographic’.43 
40 Tzvetan Todorov, Goya à 
l’ombre des Lumières (Paris: 
Flammarion, 2011), 244: 
“La nouvelle image n’est 
plus fantastique, elle est 
fantasmatique.”
41 Gunning, Illusions Past and 
Future, 11.
42 William Blake, “Jerusalem. 
The Emanation of The Giant 
Albion,” The Complete Poetry 
and Prose of William Blake, 
revised edition, ed. David 
Erdman (New York: Anchor 
Books, 1988), 144 (plate 4).
43 Anne Hollander, Moving 
Pictures (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1991), 253-255.
With this term Hollander refers to the way earlier graphic art has an emotional 
impact similar to that of later filmic images. The argument offered here, 
connecting Goya’s work to the phantasmagoria, a real optical device, makes 
the filmic quality and subjective impact of the works of Goya and Blake even 
more pertinent. 
CONCLUSION
Like Robertson’s cinematography, the graphic works of Goya and Blake prefigure 
the ability of film to capture the modern dialectics of life and death. Their works 
incorporate questions still current in modern epistemology and perception, 
questions that influenced early modern art. Goya and Blake researched the 
tension between reality and illusion in art, between the embodiment of the 
visual experience and the disembodiment of the visual representation, between 
the outer world and inner world, between the intention of the artist and the 
individual imagination of the onlooker, and between a clear, legible image and an 
unfinished, potential image. 
The bodies of Robertson’s, Goya’s and Blake’s (pre-)cinematographic figures 
demonstrate Castle’s inward-turn of the supernatural world and Adorno’s 
definition of the phantasmagoria as a visual, subjective, imaginary world. With 
their new visual techniques of smoke, light and shadow they questioned the 
materiality and reality of the human body in art. It is an effect that perfectly suits 
filmic projection and graphic art, which are both in their own way ephemeral 
media. This decorporalization or immaterialization of the image went hand-in-
hand with a greater attention for the subjective perception of the viewer, or 
in other words, the corporalization of the viewing experience. The dialectics 
of the decorporalization of the presentation and the corporalization of the 
perception is a paradox specific to the phantasmagoria that contributed to the 
development of modern art.
The Disparates and Jerusalem represent typical post-enlightened dialectics 
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between life and death, reality and fantasy, apparition and illusion, guided by the 
visual techniques and thematic scenes of Robertson’s phantasmagoria. It is not 
just the phantasmagoria as a metaphor that sheds more light on Goya’s and Blake’s 
late graphic works; the phantasmagoria as a contemporary cinematographic 
spectacle is an innovative source of visual techniques – dematerialisation, floating 
bodies, smoke and light effects –  which inspired Goya and Blake to visualize new 
ideas about subjective perception and imagination in eerie phantasms.
